Expression of c-kit and kit ligand at the human maternofetal interface.
Kit ligand, or stem cell factor, is a recently identified growth factor, which binds to and activates the c-kit proto-oncogene, and which has been shown to act synergistically with other haematopoietic growth factors in the bone marrow. We have previously shown that several isoforms of kit ligand, which arise due to alternative splicing, are expressed in human placenta. In order to elucidate the role of c-kit and its ligand during human placental development we have investigated the expression of c-kit and kit ligand in human first trimester and term placenta as well as in pregnant and non-pregnant endometrium, by immunocytochemistry and flow cytometric analysis. In non-pregnant endometrium no expression of kit ligand was seen. By contrast, in first trimester decidua, kit ligand was strongly expressed by the arterial media of maternal blood vessels. Kit ligand was also expressed throughout pregnancy by invasive fetal extravillous trophoblast, and by fetal fibroblasts within the placental villi. c-kit was found to be expressed on Hofbauer cells within the chorionic villi, and by decidual macrophages at all stages in pregnancy. c-kit was also detected on the small CD56dim subset of uterine large granular lymphocytes which form the major leukocyte population in human first trimester decidua. Our results suggest that kit ligand may be involved in the regulation of fetal macrophages, and in particular in signalling between invading extravillous trophoblast which expresses kit ligand, and maternal leukocytes bearing the c-kit receptor.